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I.  Introduction 
 
In order to say anything about environment it is necessary to have a common understanding of 
what environment is.  This is not a simple matter, for there are different, competing ideas about 
environment that support vastly different directions and actions.  I hope that what have to say 
will bring together many of the presentations that we have heard.   
Environment is often thought of as our surroundings, as "the" environment, and environmental 
forms are usually understood as discrete objects:  gardens, landscapes, parks, cities, and the 
like.  But there is a factor sorely missing from such thinking: the human presence.  And when 
this is introduced in the context of appreciation, the human factor is often dismissed from the 
scientific perspective as subjective. I would like to show how it is possible to think of 
environment, not as surroundings on the outside, not as an object of quantitative measurement 
in units of carbon emission or degrees of regional warming, not as the subject of resource 
management, but as a human situation (une situation humane).    
I want to show how thinking of environment as a separate object made up of a collection of 
individual objects is not only mistaken but problematic.  This is because objectifying 
environment obstructs the consideration of ways of responding to environmental problems that 
satisfy the needs of both people and the conditions under which people live.  Perhaps an 
aesthetic understanding of environmental form can mediate among the natural sciences, the 
social sciences, the humanities, and the arts.  This is a big agenda, but let us make a start. 
 
II.  Where is the environment?   
 
Stating the question in this way presumes that there is an object in question, “the" environment.  
*An object is an separate, largely independent entity that is bounded, i.e. it has clearly defined  





Thinking of environment as an object is so common and familiar that we have grown 
accustomed to regarding environment as a thing, as something apart from us, some thing "out 
there,"  the environment.  This is one of many cases in which an abstraction has come to be 
regarded as an entity that has an identity of its own, even an essence.  Common sense confers 
such "thinghood" on environment. 
  
I want to argue, contrary to this view, that there is no such object, "environment."  The idea of an 
object is actually highly abstract.  What we ordinarily call objects exist in a network of 
relationships and uses.  The boundaries of ordinary objects are fluid and depend on the uses 
and activities in which they participate, that is to say, their context. 
 
A similar point can be made about other objects that have been used to specify the meaning of 
environment, such as biosphere, ecosystem, and Gaia.  Biosphere refers to all living things on 
the planet; it is too inclusive to be useful except in specifying the most general context of all 
living things existing in reciprocal relation with each other and with non-living things, such as 
soil, climate, and geography.  Ecosystem is an concept signifying a particular context of 
interdependent organisms.  While valuable for the insight of reciprocal relationships it carries, 
ecosystem is a problematic concept because internal changes, such as growth and decay, 
occur regularly, as do external changes in climate and cataclysmic disruptions in weather and 
geography, such as earthquakes and continental drift, that may be irregular but are constant.  
The boundaries and constituents of an ecosystem are fluid and always changing.  
 
Parallel problems confront political objects.  The nation-state is in the process of being 
surpassed by other political entities such as regional and political alliances.  Ethnicity is not 
restricted to a geographical location but crosses national borders and even continents.  Interest 
groups (and their lobbies), international corporations, international terrorist organizations, 
military alliances, financial organizations and networks--such "objects" are not discrete or, often, 
even coherent.  The Internet is itself an environment, a virtual environment with no precise or 
firm boundaries.  It is not an object but exists in the context of its users and uses, uses that are 
in relation to its users and always fluctuating. 
      
To think of a world of objects is actually an obsolete way of thinking, and the idea of “form” is 
similarly misleading.  Form tries to see things whole but succeeds only by separating them, 
seeing them from the outside.  From the inside, such so-called "things" are really contexts, 
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situations, or fields of relationships.  Perhaps we should think in terms of context or field, of 
environment as a context or field of forces.  Context is a holistic idea and requires greater 
precision.  Consider some environmental contexts.  Region can be understood not as a 
geographical unit or form but as the concept of a geographical area determined by relationships 
and functions, and varying in extent by the uses to which the concept is put.  A neighborhood 
can be understood not as a physical or social entity but as a functional confluence of people, 
structures, and activities in geographical proximity.  A community becomes a socio-physical 
context, an ecosystem a biological context; the Gaia hypothesis a planetary context.  These are 
all contexts or fields of forces that involve complex nature-human functional relationships.   
 
There are other ways of thinking of environment contextually.  I like the notion of a field, an 
aesthetic field.2  This is a network of dynamic relationships that emphasizes its perceptual, its 
sensory characteristics, what Jean-Paul Thibaud has called its sensory fabric.  This recognizes 
the aesthetic character of environment.  Environment has become a perceptual field, no longer 
an object, no longer the environment. 
  
III.  Urban Experience 
 
Let me turn to the city, the most distinctive and exemplary human environment.  It is most 
common to think of the city as a place and of different cities as carrying distinctive place 
identities:  Paris, Rome, New York, Beijing.  But to consider the city as a place is to take it as a 
thing, a physical construction and location.  This does not identify the city as we experience it, 
the city as lived, the living city, as Frank Lloyd Wright called it.3  From the vantage of the city 
dweller, the city is an inhabited space.  Buddhism has a profound insight in considering space 
as emanating from where a person is.  A person becomes the center of his or her dynamic 
space rather than understood in reference to a single fixed external point.  Einstein led us to 
understand that there are no fixed points in space; space is fluid, it can be anywhere.  Absolute, 
objective space is now considered a fiction useful in limited areas such as those dealt with in 
classical mechanics and for particular uses, such as surveying and ballistics.  Space has 
become a fluid medium in experience, malleable and variable in different uses, such as dancing, 
running, and many sports. 
It was Merleau-Ponty who regarded the human body as the "zero point" in space, the reference 
point from which the world is experienced.4  And the modern dancer Merce Cunningham 
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understood space similarly as based on the human body.  "When I'm facing this way, that is 
front….All directions become possible to think of as the front."   "Think not of a single point [in 
space] but of multiple points, multiple lived directions.  Where I'm facing is front."5  From this 
orientation, the human experience of the city is not a matter of encountering physical objects or 
structures.  The city becomes inhabited space, human space .  One consequence of this 
understanding is recognizing the importance of scale, so often disregarded in urban planning 
and zoning, so that the human person is not intimidated, overwhelmed, or submerged by urban 
experience. 
Such a phenomenology of human experience leads us to a truer sense of our world.  This 
contextual sense of the city suggests that we have to think about urban experience not as an 
encounter with a constructed world of objects but as an experience of aesthetic engagement as 
part of a human-made context, and grasped from the inside.  How can this be expressed?  
What does it mean to recognize the body as the center of urban experience?  What is the 
human experience of environmental forms?  To answer these questions requires a different way 
of thinking about environmental forms and a different understanding of human experience.   
Consider how such a conception of experience transforms our understanding of some typical 
urban environments.  Take the recreational park.  The usual plan of a park envisions it from the 
outside as a fixed arrangement of pathways, objects, and areas of use.  The design offers a 
bird's-eye view and strives to achieve some kind of formal coherence.  The Parc Monceau has a 
long and interesting history and it is convenient to think of it as an identifiable entity or place, 




"Plan du Parc Monceau" by Maximilian Dörrbecker (Chumwa) - Own work, using the following files:  Plan de 
base de Verniquet, 1790.  Plan colorée de Lauly, 1803.  Licensed under CC BY-SA 2.5 via Commons- 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Plan_du_Parc_Monceau.jpg#/media/File:Plan_du_Parc_Monceau.jpg     
Parc Monceau-https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parc_Monceau#/media/File:Plan_du_Parc_Monceau.jpg 
 
Parks, however, are areas usually intended for enjoyment: for strolling, non-violent sports, for 
simply being part of the landscape.  Experienced in this way, parks are known from the inside, 
so to speak, and artists have captured this experience.  Perhaps the most famous depiction of a 
park is Georges Seurat's "Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte" (Un dimanche 
après-midi à l’Ile de la Grande Jatte, Georges Seurat, 1884-1886).  Un dimanche après-midi à 
l’Ile de la Grande Jatte may seem to present a benign, unremarkable scene of  people strolling 
and relaxing on the grass on this island in the Seine near Paris.  There is nothing striking in the 
scene Seurat depicts; there is no unusual geological formation or scenic vista.  Indeed, the 
scene of people strolling on a Sunday afternoon is ordinary and utterly conventional.  What is 
extraordinary and remarkable is how the artist gives us the scene from within, as it were.  The 
painting does not merely depict the scene; it actually conveys the experience of the park from 








When painters render the Parc Monceau, they may treat it not as an object abstracted from its 
actual presence but as a living place, much as Seurat painted "La Grande Jatte."  Gustave 
Caillebotte's 1877 painting offers quite a different sense of the park from the plan [we saw a 
moment ago].  Caillebotte's Parc Monceau is not objectified in an abstract plan or distant view 
but becomes a richly varied space that invites the viewer to enter the lush green alley and follow 
















I first visited the Parc Monceau in a painting by Monet, and this led me to search out the actual 
park during a visit to Paris some time later.  Monet made multiple paintings of the park, all of 
which offer an appealing invitation to enter. 
 
 














 What is remarkable is how these paintings convey the experience of this park from the inside.  
Even several generations removed from the originals, these images evoke an almost tangible 
sense of the atmosphere, of the special presence of the park.  Paintings such as these lead us 
to an experience of space and of place, not as an object but as perceptual awareness that is 
actively engaged.  We are deep in an ocean of sensibility.   
It is important to remember that environmental experience is not exclusively or even primarily 
visual.  Visual media have difficulty conveying the difference between objective space and 
space experienced from inside.  The experience of environment is multi-sensory, even 
synaesthetic, and includes haptic, somatic, and olfactory perception.  This difference between 
the objective and the experiential, contextual space of Parc Monceau can be said of other urban 
forms, such as streets and buildings. 
Cities, of course, are far more complex and extensive environments than parks to comprehend 
in experience.  Qualitatively different from parks, city plans do have their utility but this comes at 
the cost of abstracting the living city and presenting it as an object, a skeleton, as in this 1900 



























An entirely different city is the one experienced by people, and this can be grasped in paintings, 
































and perhaps more commonly in photographs, nowhere more brilliantly than in the work of Henri 
Cartier-Bresson, and commonly elsewhere, as in this recent photo of Rue Mouffetard. 
 















Buildings are often considered objects by architects, as well as by pedestrians: 
 
 




























but buildings can also be inviting, living human places, such as we find in the work of Alvar 
Aalto:  first, a center inspired by a Finnish lake,  
 







































this house,  
 

















his more famous Villa Mairea (1937-39),  
 












and in the Nieto Sobejano Contemporary Arts Center Córdoba.  (Nieto Sobejano Acquitectos 
(founded by Spanish architects Fuensanta Nieto and Enrique Sobejano in 1985). 
http://www.architectureanddesign.com.au/news/spain-s-nieto-sobejano-arquitectos-wins-prestigiou  Contemporary 






It is important to make the philosophical point that spatial perception in aesthetic engagement 
cannot be properly described as a subjective occurrence.  It involves the active,  dynamic, fully 
sensory body ensconced in a spatial and physical field of dynamic, reciprocal forces.   The 
examples I have been showing illustrate the fact that environmental experience is not wholly 
private or personal, and that even photography, a medium that involves a quasi-spectator, can 
show the kind of engaged social experience that is characteristic of urban life, exemplified so 
strikingly  in the work of Henri Cartier-Bresson.   
 










USA. 1947. Fire in Hoboken, facing Manhattan. 
http://mediastore2.magnumphotos.com/CoreXDoc/MAG/Media/Home2/0/9/1/2/PAR45865.jpg 
Indeed, I call this perceptual experience aesthetic engagement, and it occurs nowhere more 
emphatically than in the urban environment, where the effects of human activity are 
omnipresent and isolation from them impossible.  Urban experience, as sensibility, is 
necessarily social and, indeed, it exemplifies the social cast of much environmental experience.   
Moreover, urban experience is inevitably political as well as aesthetic and in many different 
ways, for it takes place within a political matrix and under the influence of a political order.  
Indeed, political decisions are primarily responsible for the character of urban environmental 
experience by establishing zoning regulations, passing traffic ordinances, determining the 
conditions and facilities for cultural life, and the like.  The decisions that guide the complex 
operations urbanization requires have a profound influence on urban experience.  Experience 
understood as sensibility is inevitably political here.  Concerns and ideas on the aesthetics of 
natural and urban environments are well developed and broadly discussed.6   
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What I have tried to do here is to clarify and redefine the idea of environment in a way that 
recognizes its contextual character and includes humans, and so cannot be objectified.  
Similarly, environmental forms must not be understood as objects of experience but as 
constituents in an experiential, aesthetic field.  We may even consider the urban environment 
the primum exemplem, the primary instance, of the social character of environmental 
experience and recognize that it directly reflects the consequences of political decisions.   
Enlightened and informed thinking in professional circles is widespread; what is lacking is its 
translation into social practice, and here the obstacles are political and economic.  The 
character of our large-scale and complex urban environments cannot be left to narrow individual 
interests and personal preferences, as was the case in the early history of the city, nor can it be 
placed in the hands of a professional autocracy.  As a social achievement, all contributions are 
essential and must be included, those of users, officials, professional designers and planners, 
artists, and philosophers, in creating a living environment.  
                                               
1  Keynote lecture, Colloque international, Des formes pour vivre l’environnement:  Théorie, 
expérience, esthétique et critique politique, Paris, 2 October 2015. 
 
2   Cf. Arnold Berleant, The Aesthetic Field:  A Phenomenology of Aesthetic Experience 
(Springfield, IL:  C.C. Thomas, 1970. 
 
3   Cf. Frank Lloyd Wright, The Living City (New York:  Horizon Press, 1958). 
 
4  Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith ( London & 
Henley:  Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1962).  See the discussion of space by O. F. Bollnow, 
"Lived-Space," trans. D. Gerlach, Philosophy Today, V (1961), 31-30.  Reprinted in Readings in 
Existential Phenomenology, ed. N. Lawrence & D. O'Connor (Englewood Cliffs, NY:  Prentice-
Hall, 1967), pp.178-186. 
 
5   Spoken by Merce Cunningham in "Cage/Cunningham"  A film by Elliot Caplan, Kultur DVD  
D1401, ISBN:  0-7697-8496-8, Cunningham Dance Foundation, 2007. 
6 Cf.  Arnold Berleant and Allen Carlson, eds., The Aesthetics of Human Environments.  Co-
edited with Allen Carlson.  (Peterborough, Ont.:  Broadview, 2007). 
 
